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The Burden of Facts and the Joy of Discovery 
Mark R. Luttenton 
"The world is a book and those who don't travel read only one page."-St. Augustine 
When I watch youngsters splash through a stream in pursuit of frogs or crayfish, 
squealing with joy or staring in amazement, I am reminded of why I decided to 
become a biologist. The fascination that children have for the natural world, their 
rush of questions about what they are seeing, should serve as the basis of 
intellectual thought and life-long inquiry, but unfortunately, that original spark is often 
extinguished, and the result is an attitude toward learning that ranges from apathy to 
disdain to mere practicality: "Why do I need to learn this?" and "Will this help me get 
a job?" When wonder and amazement are fed with nothing more than a progression 
through a text, chapter by chapter-the methodical march of memorizing and 
summarizing-the joy of discovery is replaced by the burden of facts, lugged about in 
the head for the exam and then forgotten. 
If there is any subject that should hold great interest for everyone, it is biology, the 
study of life. But, in the classroom, the study of life is often distilled to facts and 
figures. Sometimes those facts are supplemented with a look at a few dead things to 
serve as "representative organisms," and as a colleague of mine once noted, such 
biology is not the study of life, but the study of death. 
To help students regain their sense of wonder about the natural world, I need to 
remind myself of what captured my imagination as a young student, what I originally 
found exciting about biology, and come up with ways to relay that excitement in an 
educational setting. 
From the time I entered high school, I have been intrigued by the tropics and 
particularly by their coral reefs and rainforests. When E. 0. Wilson3 brought to the 
forefront a concern for the loss of tropical ecosystems and diversity, I took every 
opportunity to present the issue to my students. I would show videos and slides that 
portrayed the unique diversity of these areas as well as the destruction they were 
undergoing-all in an effort to inspire an appreciation for and interest in the subject. 
Yet, I was consistently frustrated in my attempts to create an image of a system 
which exhibits such complexity. 
However, during the past several years I have had the opportunity to indulge 
directly my own curiosity and, at the same time, offer groups of students the chance 
to indulge theirs. I have offered a spring-semester course in Belize. Although a small 
3E. 0. Wilson is Pellegrino University Professor and Curator in Entomology at the Museum of 
Comparative Zoology, Harvard University. He has written several books, two of which won Pulitzer 
Prizes. He has become the unofficial spokesperson and defender of biodiversity, based partly on his 
research, focusing on ants. He was editor of Biodiversity and author of The Diversity of Life, which 
speaks directly to the loss of species diversity. 
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r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  e x a m p l e s  o f  a l l  o f  t h e  m a j o r  e c o s y s t e m s  f o u n d  i n  C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a .  
O u r  p l a n e  a p p r o a c h e s  B e l i z e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  A i r p o r t  f r o m  t h e  w e s t ,  g l i d i n g  o v e r  t h e  
t h i c k  g r e e n  v e g e t a t i o n .  A s  s o o n  a s  w e  c l i m b  t h e  s t a i r s  d o w n  t o  t h e  r u n w a y ,  w e  a r e  
e n g u l f e d  b y  a  w a v e  o f  h e a t  a n d  h u m i d i t y .  W e  w a l k  t o  t h e  t e r m i n a l  a n d  s l o w l y  f i l e  p a s t  
t h e  c u s t o m s  a g e n t ,  o n e  a t  a  t i m e .  W e  s p e n d  t h e  n e x t  t w o  w e e k s  n o t  j u s t  t a l k i n g  
a b o u t  t h e  t r o p i c s ,  b u t  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  t h e  t r o p i c s  ( B e l i z e  i s  a c t u a l l y  s u b - t r o p i c a l ) .  T h e  
p l a n t s ,  t h e  a n i m a l s ,  t h e  p e o p l e ,  a n d  t h e  h e a t  g i v e  u s  a n  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  s l i d e s  a n d  
v i d e o s  c a n n o t .  W e  s l e e p  a n d  i t  i s  h o t ;  w e  e a t  a n d  i t  i s  h o t ;  w e  t a k e  n o t e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  
h o t .  I t  r a i n s  a  l o t ,  a n d  i t  i s  s t i l l  h o t .  A f t e r  o n l y  a  f e w  d a y s  i n  t h e  f o r e s t ,  o u r  b e l o n g i n g s  
s t a r t  t o  m i l d e w  a n d  t a k e  o n  a  s t r a n g e  s m e l l .  W e  a r e  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  o u r  n e w  
c l a s s r o o m .  
W e  s p e n d  t h e  f i r s t  n i g h t  a t  t h e  H o t e l  M o p a n ,  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  p a r t  o f  B e l i z e  C i t y ,  
n e a r  t h e  o l d  G o v e r n m e n t  H o u s e ,  w h e r e  t h e  G o v e r n o r  G e n e r a l  l i v e d  w h e n  B e l i z e  w a s  
a  c o l o n y  o f  G r e a t  B r i t a i n .  T h e  M o p a n  i s  a l s o  n e a r  t h e  A n g l i c a n  c h u r c h ,  b u i l t  a b o u t  
1 8 1 2 ,  w i t h  b r i c k s  u s e d  a s  b a l l a s t  i n  s l a v e  s h i p s .  S m a l l  a n d  m o d e s t ,  u n l i k e  t h e  
R a d i s s o n  a n d  o t h e r  h o t e l s  w h i c h  a r e  q u i t e  W e s t e r n  i n  d e s i g n  a n d  s e r v i c e ,  i t  i s  o w n e d  
b y  J e a n  S h a w ,  a  t r a v e l  a g e n t  w h o  i s  i n f l u e n t i a l  i n  t h e  e c o t o u r i s m  b u s i n e s s ;  t h u s  s h e  
i s  v e r y  a c t i v e  i n  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  p r e s e r v i n g  B e l i z e a n  h i s t o r y .  
D u r i n g  o u r  d i n n e r  o f  c h i c k e n ,  b e a n s ,  a n d  r i c e - t a s t e s  t h a t  w i l l  b e c o m e  a l l  t o o  
f a m i l i a r - J e a n  t e l l s  m e  t h a t  t h e  m a n  s i t t i n g  a t  t h e  n e x t  t a b l e  i s  a  r e s e a r c h e r  w i t h  t h e  
N e w  Y o r k  Z o o l o g i c a l  S o c i e t y ,  w o r k i n g  o n  a  h o w l e r  m o n k e y  r e c o v e r y  p r o g r a m .  S h e  
a s k s  h i m  i f  h e  w i l l  g i v e  u s  a  s h o r t  l e c t u r e  o n  h i s  c u r r e n t  w o r k ,  a n d  h e  a g r e e s .  O n  
a n o t h e r  e v e n i n g ,  a n  a s s o c i a t e  o f  t h e  M i n i s t e r  o f  T o u r i s m  a n d  t h e  E n v i r o n m e n t  w i l l  
t a l k  t o  u s .  O n  a  v i s i t  t o  a  l a t e  c l a s s i c  M a y a n  c e n t e r  o n  t h e  W e s t e r n  b o r d e r ,  w e  h e a r  a  
g r o u p  o f  U C L A  a r c h e o l o g i s t s  d i s c u s s  t h e i r  l a t e s t  t h o u g h t s  o n  M a y a n  a r c h e o l o g y ,  a n d  
J e a n  a r r a n g e s  f o r  t h e m  t o  c o m e  t a l k  t o  u s  a t  a n  a f t e r - d i n n e r  e v e n t .  
B e l i z e ,  a l t h o u g h  a b o u t  t h e  s i z e  o f  R h o d e  I s l a n d ,  s u p p o r t s  o v e r  4 0 0  s p e c i e s  o f  
b i r d s .  T h i s  f a c t  a l o n e  s e r v e s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  b i o d i v e r s i t y .  A f t e r  a  f e w  d a y s  
i n  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  I  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  w e  h a v e  a l r e a d y  s e e n  m o r e  s p e c i e s  o f  b i r d s  i n  t h e s e  
f e w  d a y s  t h a n  t h e y  h a v e  p r o b a b l y  s e e n  i n  t h e i r  e n t i r e  l i f e  i n  M i c h i g a n .  A f t e r  w e  
s n o r k e l  o n  t h e  c o r a l  r e e f ,  I  m a k e  t h e  s a m e  o b s e r v a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  f i s h .  Y e t  t h e  b i r d s  
a n d  t h e  f i s h e s  r e p r e s e n t  o n l y  a  s m a l l  f r a c t i o n  o f  a l l  l i f e  i n  t h e s e  t r o p i c a l  r e g i o n s .  
A l t h o u g h  b i o l o g y  i s  t h e  p r i m a r y  f o c u s  o f  t h e  p r o g r a m ,  a  t r u e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  
r e g i o n  m u s t  i n c l u d e  t h e  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d  e c o n o m i c  s t r u c t u r e  a s  w e l l .  A f t e r  a l l ,  i t  i s  
t h e s e  l a s t  t h r e e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  s o  m u c h  o f  t h e  
t r o p i c s .  S o  e v e r y  y e a r  w e  h e a r  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  e a r l y  h i s t o r y  o f  B e l i z e  C i t y  a n d  a r e  
t a k e n  o n  a  t o u r  o f  t h e  o l d  p a r t  o f  t h e  c i t y  b y  M e g  C r a i g ,  s i s t e r  o f  t h e  f o r m e r  p r i m e  
m i n i s t e r  a n d  a u t h o r  o f  a  b o o k  o n  B e l i z i a n  f o l k l o r e .  S h e  t e l l s  a b o u t  t h e  p e o p l e ,  t h e i r  
h e a r t s  a n d  s o u l s ,  h o w  t h e y  l i v e  a n d  h o w ,  o f t e n  f a r  t o o  y o u n g ,  t h e y  d i e .  T r o p i c a l  
d i s e a s e s  a n d  W e s t e r n  c o l o n i a l i s m  h a v e  b e e n  i n t i m a t e  p a r t n e r s .  
W e  a l s o  d i s c u s s  t h e  g l o b a l  f o r c e s  t h a t  d r i v e  t h e  m a r k e t  p r i c e  o f  B e l i z i a n  c i t r u s  
w i t h  M r .  R e y n o l d s ,  p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  l o c a l  c i t r u s  g r o w e r s  c o o p e r a t i v e .  A  m a n  i n  h i s  
e a r l y  s i x t i e s ,  h e  w e a r s  a  t o r n  ( b u t  c l e a n )  t e e - s h i r t  a n d  p r e f e r s  n o t  t o  w e a r  s h o e s .  T h e  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  4 1  
cooperative has been concerned that the breakup of the Soviet Union will drive down 
the price of Belizian citrus fruit if the U.S. decides to buy citrus from Cuba for political 
concessions. They also worry that the North American Free Trade Agreement may 
give Mexico a considerable economic advantage over other Latin American 
countries. Belize would need similar trade agreements and expanded citrus 
production to remain competitive. He acknowledges that greater citrus production 
would result in further destruction of the environment and that measures need to be 
taken to limit the impact. Although having only a modest formal education, Mr. 
Reynolds gives us a lasting impression of the connection between politics, 
economics, and the environment, as we sit in his small shop, a half dozen shelves 
partially filled with canned goods and bulk rice, a classroom in the truest sense. 
Human impact on the environment in Belize has a long history. The large city-
states of the Maya significantly altered the distribution and abundance of many 
organisms in parts of Central America and the Yucatan. Today, the Maya occupy 
small villages and farm milpas using slash-and-burn agriculture, often blamed for 
extensive tropical deforestation. In some cases that is true, but often the actions of 
farmers are driven by external forces such as economics and politics. Spending time 
among the Maya, we realize that they possess a knowledge about their environment 
that surpasses that of many ·(if not most) North Americans. For example, Mayan 
children can identify many of the edible fruits and plants and seasonally pick many of 
their meals from the local area. How many North American children know only that 
food comes from the local store? 
No collection of words or slides can leave so vivid an impression of how the Maya 
live as visiting a Mayan family for an evening of marimba music. Their house is made 
of wooden poles, tied together to form the frame. Cohune or bayleaf palm fronds are 
interwoven to form the roof, and sticks are lashed together to make the walls. Oil 
lamps provide the only light. The family sleep in hammocks tied from the rafters. The 
floor is dirt, hard packed from years of foot traffic. Here is another significant 
"classroom," where we learn by observing. 
Sometimes I give a lecture, and sometimes local officials and resource managers 
provide guest lectures, but most of what we learn is through observing what is 
around us. In this setting, I am no longer the "instructor"; I do offer answers when I 
can, discuss possibilities and haul around books with me for reference when I 
cannot, but I am as much a student as any one else in the group, exercising my 
curiosity through personal observation. I encourage the participants to think of their 
"teacher" as their own curiosity, their observations, and their open minds. Such 
learning is a natural process in which we all had practice as children. 
In its mission statement, Grand Valley calls the University a "learning community 
where close student-faculty interaction enhances both teaching and learning." In the 
best of classrooms, the participants are teachers and learners simultaneously. On 
many occasions, students have shown or relayed to me information about things I 
did not know. In Belize I am again like a child, wondering about and fascinated by the 
world. As educators, we can only benefit from sharing with our students the true joy 
of discovery. 
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